The Inexorable March to Online Only Journal Subscriptions: Varied Criteria, Unexpected Ramifications, and Coping Strategies by Smith, Kelly & Thompson, Pat
The Inexorable March to Online Only
Journal Subscriptions:
Varied Criteria, Unexpected Ramifications, 
and Coping Strategies
Kelly Smith, Eastern Kentucky University
Pat Thompson, University of the South
ER&L Conference
Atlanta, GA





Trends Observed in the Literature
The major forces driving adoption of electronic-
only journals are 
1. User expectations/demands
2. Reallocation of resources to support that 
demand
Approximately 60% of the universe of some 
20,000 active peer-reviewed journals is available 
in electronic form. (Johnson & Luther, p. 9)
Journals from smaller publishers and those from 
outside of the developed world often are published 
only in print.  
In 2006, 37% of research libraries’ subscriptions were e-only; 70% were e-only or e+print. 
(Prabha, p. 4-13) 
In 2004-05, ARL libraries spent an average of 37% of acquisitions budget on e-resources. Some 
spent over 50%. Smaller libraries may spend more due to consortial licensing deals. (Johnson & 
Luther, p. 16)
The leading factor influencing the collection of electronic resources is stated library policy, 




















Percentage of respondents reporting 
online only current journal subscriptions.
The E-only Continuum
Source: Chandra Prabha. "Shifting from Print 
to Electronic Journals in ARL University 







Percentage of “Online Only” Libraries who 
buy a title in print if it is not available online.
“Online Only” Libraries’ approach to 
dual format titles.
Snapshot of “Online Only” Libraries









Patrons prefer online only 40% 35% 25% 0% 0%
To get access to a larger number of resources 
for the same amount of dollars 40% 20% 35% 5% 0%
To save physical space. 27% 30% 20% 10% 13%
To provide better access for distance and 
online students 21% 29% 21% 21% 8%
Snapshot of “Print Only” Libraries
Why retain all print? ResponsePercent
Our library cannot afford to participate in any 3rd party archiving (Portico, LOCKSS, CLOCKSS) 46%
We do not trust perpetual access clauses in license agreements 31%
Faculty opinion 31%
We do not trust 3rd party archiving 15%
Open Responses to this question:
Change is difficult
Like to have multiple ways to access a title
Don’t have space or cost issues “yet”
Only offer online content through aggregators
Not available online
Accreditation purposes
Snapshot of “Dual Format” Libraries









Exhorbitant prices for the online only product 46% 40% 10% 2% 1% 0%
Electronic version does not include all content available in print version 44% 37% 12% 3% 1% 1%
Backfiles are rolling (i.e., after a certain number of years, the content is 
no longer available) 41% 38% 16% 5% 0% 1%
Publisher does not allow post-cancellation access 32% 43% 18% 1% 1% 4%
Restrictions to online access, such as remote access disallowed, or no IP 
recognition 32% 46% 16% 3% 1% 3%
Inadequate interface or usability problems in the electronic version 28% 36% 26% 6% 1% 3%
Low image quality in the electronic version 23% 42% 23% 7% 2% 3%
Print format has heavy use for a particular title 21% 36% 27% 10% 3% 4%
Requested in print by faculty 18% 36% 29% 11% 4% 2%
Lag time between print and online availability 11% 27% 38% 11% 4% 2%
Publisher does not have any type of 3rd party archiving agreements 
(Portico, LOCKSS, CLOCKSS) 9% 39% 35% 16% 4% 3%
More Criteria for Retaining Print
“Electronic Version not compliant with online accessibility standards”
“If the title supports a particular, unique collection our library holds”
“Whether it is OpenURL compliant”
“Whether it participates in PubMed Linkout”
“Publisher is difficult to work with or clearly has no clue what they are doing or want to do with online 
access”
“Restrictions to ILL of eTitles at all, whether we print off and scan and send (such a pain!) or just 
send the pdf”
“Vendor doesn't allow e-reserves for their title(s).”
“Whether periodical is indexed in other databases”
“Whether a periodical requires a stand-alone subscription, as opposed to being in a database with 
other high-quality periodicals (i.e. users can expect a lot of good results for the work of learning the 
search interface)”
“Most of our online only access is thru consortial subscriptions to which we contribute.  The 
consortium strives to purchase e-journal content and mounts that locally, insuring archival access, 
standard interface etc.”





















































Ramifications & Coping Strategies
Discussion
Questions?
What are you currently experiencing at your libraries?
What are some of your local strategies?
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